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17.Tori deAngelis, A New Look at Selfinjury, APA Monitor on Psychology July-August 2015

If anyone can experience pain relief by inflicting pain on themselves, why don't more of us do it2 To ask the question a
different way, why do self-injurers harm themselves instead of opting for healthier or more pleasant ways of relieving
emotional pain, such as watching a movie, meeting a friend or going to a yoga class

As Franklin was pondering this question in light of possible benefits to the self-injurer, Hooley and her team wondered
about psychological explanations. She already knew that self-injurers would endure physical pain for longer, but why?
Was this increased pain endurance linked to some of the psychological factors that are commonly associated with self-
injury — depression, hopelessness or dissociation, for instance?...

Somewhat surprisingly, her team found no significant associations. So having interviewed all of her self-injuring research
participants in detail, she returned to her notes in search of clues. That's when one factor stood out: How often they
spontaneously described themselves as being "bad," "defective" or "deserving of punishment." "It was as if harming
themselves or experiencing pain was somehow congruent with their highly negative selfimage," she explains.

To test this possibility, her team developed a measure that specifically assesses self-beliefs about being "bad" and
deserving criticism. This time, they found an answer: The higher a person's score on negative self-beliefs, the longer they
were willing or able to endure pain.

Given his conversations with Hooley, Franklin was thinking along similar lines. When he asked himself why people
would undertake this behavior, he looked at it in context of the fact that most people probably like themselves and
therefore don't want to hurt themselves. In ongoing, still unpublished work, he asked participants to rate words like "me,"



"myself" and "I" on a 10-point scale ranging from most unpleasant to most pleasant. Most people rated themselves
between a seven and eight, but self-injurers gave themselves only a two or a three.
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The Unique Needs of Mental Health
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